• '
ET a copy of Cobbett's 'English Grammar' . . . Read it as I "IT Cobbett bids you, and in a few weeks you will know all the ^^^ grammar you need. . .
With these words the journalist Robert Blatchford paid tribute to a predecessor whose work on grammar had been written more than a century earlier. Almost simultaneous with Blatchford's praise, the great historian of the English working class, G. D. H. Cole, wrote that Cobbett's Grammar was "still the best introduction to a knowledge of the language for the type of readers [working class] he had principally in mind." 2 The publishing history of the book seems to confirm these enthusiastic judgments. A recent bibliography of Cobbett's writings lists thirty-five editions of A Grammar of the English Language, including three published in Germany. 3 The British Museum Catalogue reveals six additional editions. 4 Sixteen years after the first Grammar was printed it had appeared in thirteen editions and the author claimed that more than 100,000 copies had been sold. Even this impressive statistic does not take into consideration sales resulting from uncounted pirated editions, including one printed in Madras as early as 1823. 5 What are the reasons for the extraordinary popularity of a book which dealt with a subject often considered tedious? The answer is twofold. First, the Grammar is very readable and, in this respect, it is possible that no grammar of good quality has ever equalled Cobbett's. This also ensured that there would be new editions decades after Cobbett's death in 1835. The second explanation is the character of the age in which it was written. Regardless of the splendid reception of the Grammar, however, in the light of Cobbett's intentions it is doubtful whether he would have considered his book successful had he known the type of purchasers it would attract through the years. To Cobbett, an outspoken advocate of radical change in England, the Grammar was to have been a weapon against his country's system of government and its rulers. 6 The witty examples of grammatical points had an obvious political relevance. 7 Moreover, the readers whom he had in mind were working class. 8 However, the Grammar was not designed to help the workers improve themselves but rather to fit them for power after a profound change had taken place in society. 9 An entire issue of Cobbett's weekly journal, the Political Register, was devoted to explaining the necessity of effective written expression if the workers were to assume their rightful place in the life of the nation. 10 The following passage contains the sense of the article:
... I now derive great satisfaction from the hope, that, by these my exertions, many a private soldier, and many a plough-boy, will be enabled to shine amongst those who are destined to root out from the minds of men the base and blasphemous notions, that wisdom and talent are con- 10 Political Register, November 21, 1818, cols. 249-80. The article was addressed to the "Blanketeers," a group of hungry workers in the Midlands, whose pathetic attempt to march on London in order to petition Parliament for a redress of their grievances was broken up by troops.
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fined to what is called high-birth, and that the few possess a right divine to rule, oppress and plunder the many. 11 The twentieth century socialists, Blatchford and Cole, both believed that, as Cobbett intended, most of the purchasers of the book were working class. This assumption is evidently shared by M. L. Pearl 12 and its acceptance by W. Baring Pemberton in his brief, popular biography of Cobbett 13 indicates general agreement on the matter.
Yet, despite the large sales of the Grammar, Cobbett failed not only to achieve the social change he demanded, but his book was probably not even read by the type of reader he preferred. It is more than likely that the majority of buyers were ambitious members of the lower middle-class plus some relatively well-off artisans. Both of these groups had little appetite for drastic social change but, instead, wanted to get ahead in the world in the manner celebrated decades later by Horatio Alger and Samuel Smiles-hence, the importance of the time when Cobbett wrote. Thanks to the Industrial Revolution, unprecedented opportunities existed for a humbly-born but able person to advance himself. A vast lower middle-class was beginning to develop as clerks and skilled mechanics could take advantage of the fact that more careers were opening to talented men. It was the needs of the age which insured the success of a work that abounded in humor and simple, topical illustrations, while providing sound instruction in the rudiments of the language. 14 Certain factors make a large working class readership of the Grammar unlikely. First, in the beginning of the nineteenth century, "New books were more expensive than ever before . . because of the high cost of labor and materials and the continuance of hand methods of book production. 15 Coupled with low wages for the unskilled, 16 16 Members of the largest class of workers, the agricultural laborers, frequently an ambitious common laborer in his search for knowledge. Secondly, no more than two-thirds of the English population were literate, with considerable variation according to geographical location and social rank. 17 These statistics suggest why, in all probability, few copies of the Grammar were bought by the ordinary toiler in the field or factory. 18 Overworked and beset by the problem of earning enough money to stay alive, most workers were not suited to any type of instruction. 19 The texture of English life was to alter within the next few decades. But this change was to be a cautious, Whiggish one and the basic structure of society was to remain intact. The fact that A Grammar of the English Language helped countless men to advance within their society places the author in the unintentional position of a prop for a system which he loathed and renders ironic his declared purpose in writing the Grammar: "to create numerous formidable assailants of our insolent high-blooded oppressors." 20
